354	THE ASCENDANCY OF CHAMBERLAIN
endeavouring to save the guns. Buller was so unnerved by his
defeat that he actually signalled to White that he should surrender
Ladysmith, and cabled to the cabinet proposing its abandon-
ment. White replied that he did not intend to surrender. The
cabinet's reply was to supersede Buller in the chief command.
The bereaved Lord Roberts was appointed generalissimo, with
Lord Kitchener as his chief of staff.
The nation was sobered, but resolute in this ordeal. Queen
Victoria set a notable example. When Balfour referred to the
disasters, she cut him short with: Tlease understand that there
is no one depressed in this house; we arc not interested in the
possibilities of defeat; they do not exist/1 To meet the need for
larger forces militia, yeomanry, and volunteers were invited to
serve, and did so witli great readiness. The colonies offered addi-
tional contingents. On 6 January 1900 the Boers committed
the folly of trying to storm Ladysmith, and incurred casualties
they could ill afford. Meanwhile in the north centre of Cape
Colony, which they ought to have swept, two of their best leaders,
Christian De Wet and De La Rey, were baffled round Colesberg
by an inferior force under General French,the sole British leader to
succeed thus far. Buller, reinforced by a division, made his second
attempt on the Tugela; but was again badly out-manoeuvred;
and after losing some 1,700 men (chiefly on the tragic hill Spion
Kop) retired once more (24 January 1900). A third attempt by
him, at Vaal Krantz, was equally unsuccessful (5 February).
But now Roberts was moving, and at once he strikingly
illustrated what genius can do to reverse a military situation.
Rejecting entirely Bullcr's strategy of piecemeal objectives and
scattered units, he organized one large force, appointed French
to command the cavalry, and aimed for the heart of the Free
State, Bloemfontein. First feinting as if to move by Colesberg,
he achieved instead an unopposed concentration between the
Orange and Modder rivers* This made the Boers suppose his
objective to be Kimberloy, and Cronje entrenched his men to
block the route again at Magersfontcin, But Roberts was con-
tent to send French with the cavalry by a long detour to relieve
the diamond town; with his main force he left Cronje alone and
struck east. He had scarcely begun the cross-country movement
when the whole of the transport collected for it, 178 waggons,
was captured by Christian De Wet (13 February). With charac**
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